Reduction of dust deposition in air-cooled condensers in thermal power plants by Ni–P-based coatings by Zhao, Bo et al.
                                                                    
University of Dundee
Reduction of dust deposition in air-cooled condensers in thermal power plants by
Ni–P-based coatings
Zhao, Bo; Wang, Xiaoxy; Xu, Yongshao; Liu, Bingzheng; Cao, Shengxian; Zhao, Qi
Published in:






Publisher's PDF, also known as Version of record
Link to publication in Discovery Research Portal
Citation for published version (APA):
Zhao, B., Wang, X., Xu, Y., Liu, B., Cao, S., & Zhao, Q. (2021). Reduction of dust deposition in air-cooled
condensers in thermal power plants by Ni–P-based coatings. Clean Technologies and Environmental Policy.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10098-021-02055-6
General rights
Copyright and moral rights for the publications made accessible in Discovery Research Portal are retained by the authors and/or other
copyright owners and it is a condition of accessing publications that users recognise and abide by the legal requirements associated with
these rights.
 • Users may download and print one copy of any publication from Discovery Research Portal for the purpose of private study or research.
 • You may not further distribute the material or use it for any profit-making activity or commercial gain.
 • You may freely distribute the URL identifying the publication in the public portal.
Take down policy
If you believe that this document breaches copyright please contact us providing details, and we will remove access to the work immediately
and investigate your claim.
Download date: 20. Apr. 2021
Vol.:(0123456789) 
Clean Technologies and Environmental Policy 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10098-021-02055-6
ORIGINAL PAPER
Reduction of dust deposition in air‑cooled condensers in thermal 
power plants by Ni–P‑based coatings
Bo Zhao1 · Xiaoxv Wang1 · Yongshao Xu2 · Bingzheng Liu2 · Shengxian Cao1 · Qi Zhao3 
Received: 18 September 2020 / Accepted: 12 February 2021 
© The Author(s) 2021
Abstract
One of the largest problems with most current thermal power plants is the cooling efficiency. This paper aims to massively 
reduce fuel consumption and heat wasted in thermal power plants and hence  CO2 emissions by resolving fouling issues 
associated with air-cooled condensers. In order to reduce the dust fouling deposition in the air-cooled condensers, the 
finned flat tubes were coated with nickel−phosphorus and nickel−phosphorus−polytetrafluoroethylene (Ni–P-PTFE) by an 
electroless coating technology. The anti-fouling performance of the coated tubes was investigated using the field operation 
parameters of air-cooled condensers, and the influence of the surface energies of the coatings on the dust adhesion was also 
investigated. The results demonstrated that the Ni–P coated finned tubes performed best, which reduced fouling resistance 
by 83.3% compared with the untreated finned tubes. The Ni–P coatings have potential applications in thermal power plants 
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Introduction
Fouling of heat exchangers in processing industries is a 
chronic operational problem that compromises energy 
recovery and environmental welfare (Rammerstorfer E et al. 
2019). Fouling on the surfaces of heat exchangers acts as a 
thermal insulator, resulting in significant loss of heat trans-
fer, the increased consumption of fuels and  CO2 emissions. 
Studies have shown that heat exchanger fouling may con-
tribute up to 2.5% of global  CO2 emissions, while reducing 
the global gross domestic product (GDP) by 0.25% (Byers 
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et al. 2014). Based on 2017 GDP data, heat exchanger foul-
ing costs the UK $6.5 billion per year and China $32 billion 
a year. Globally, 80% of electricity generation comes from 
thermo-electric power stations using carbonaceous fuels 
(coal and gas) and nuclear (Casanueva-Robles et al. 2016). 
The UK electricity mix is dominated by thermo-electric 
generation capacity which contributes to 90% of the ~ 380 
TWh generated each year (Byers et al. 2014). The power 
station sector is responsible for 32% of the UK’s  CO2 emis-
sions and has been identified as a key component of the 
UK’s efforts to reduce emissions by 80% by 2050, a legally 
binding target of the Climate Change Act 2008 (Byers et al. 
2014). The dielectric barrier discharge plasma reactor has a 
significant reduction effect on the concentration of carbon 
dioxide (Abedi-Varaki 2017).
Air-cooled condensers (ACCs) with finned flat tubes are 
broadly applied in thermal power plant for the purpose of 
exhaust steam condensation in thermal power plants. How-
ever, due to the compact structure of ACCs and the high 
dust concentration of cooling air, the finned flat tubes are 
usually prone to fouling on the surfaces of the fin side, as 
shown in Fig. 1. Dust fouling not only reduces heat transfer 
coefficient, but also blocks cooling air channel, ultimately 
resulting in higher energy consumption ( Yang et al. 2012). 
To reduce the influence of fouling on the heat transfer capac-
ity of ACCs, many attempts have been made to improve 
the efficacy of ACCs. Numerical modelling is usually used 
to optimize the design of heat exchanger parameters and 
improve heat exchange efficiency (Lenhard et al. 2019). The 
optimized design can improve the heat transfer efficiency 
to a certain extent (Müller-Steinhagen et al. 2007). It is 
has been demonstrated that the staggered finned tubes can 
reduce pressure loss and improve heat transfer efficiency 
(Wu et al. 2012). However, these finned tubes are more 
prone to fouling due to the small fin spacing (Bell et al. 
2011). To accommodate the reduction in heat transfer capac-
ity due to dust fouling, ACCs are generally designed with an 
excess heat transfer surface area and the finned tubes must be 
frequently cleaned with high-pressure demineralized water. 
These countermeasures increase investment costs and the 
water consumption of power plants in drought areas.
Many attempts have been made to investigate the adhe-
sion mechanisms of dust particles on heat transfer surfaces. 
Ni et al. (2018) explained the particle adhesion behavior 
on the surface of lump coal by the Deryagin, Landau, Ver-
wey and Overbeek (DLVO) theory. They found that the total 
interaction energy was inversely proportional to the amount 
of adhered deposit. Zou et al. (2018) used the extended 
DLVO theory to explore the interfacial interaction between 
coal and the main impurity mineral particles in application 
of selective flocculation flotation. It has been shown that in 
the initial ash deposition stage, the length of the induction 
period depended on the energy barrier (Zhang et al. 2019). 
The dust particles that are adsorbed on the surface need to 
cross the energy barrier (Harimawan et al. 2013). During 
attraction, the electrostatic double-layer force component 
is the main influencing factor (Liang et al. 2019) and the 
zeta potential determines the energy barrier level (Yu et al. 
2018). Some experimental studies have shown that the sur-
face roughness also affects the energy barrier level (Gun-
goren et al. 2020), which is the main factor that affects the 
induction period of the ash deposition process.
It is much more desirable if the surfaces of finned tubes 
can be modified via a coating with low fouling properties 
(Zhang et  al. 2018). Many attempts have been made to 
reduce crystalline fouling and biofouling via the applica-
tion of surface coatings. Cheng et al. (2014) demonstrated 













Fig. 1  The finned flat tubes of air-cooled condenser: a heat transfer 
process; b structure parameters
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that the addition of PTFE to the Ni-Cu-P composite coating 
inhibits mineral fouling accumulation. Zhao et al. (2005) 
also demonstrated that the Ni-Cu-P-PTFE composite coat-
ing inhibits both biofouling and mineral fouling on heat 
exchanger surfaces. Matjie et al. (2016) demonstrated that 
the coating with the optimal surface energy minimizes the 
aluminum silicate deposits. Liu et al. (2011a, b) found that 
the surface energy components CQ ratio has a strong cor-
relation with fouling adhesion.
The accumulation of dust particles on the surfaces of the 
finned tubes reduced the efficiency of the heat exchangers. 
No study has been reported on the reduction of dust foul-
ing with Ni–P coatings. As Ni–P coating is metal based, 
it has very good thermal conductivity which is similar to 
steel. The Ni–P-based coating has very good durability and 
anti-corrosion properties, which is suitable for heat exchange 
application (Hadzima et al. 2007). However, to the best of 
the authors’ knowledge, there have no applications of Ni–P-
based coatings on the finned tubes to reduce the dust foul-
ing of ACCs. The objective of this paper is to optimize the 
surface energy of finned flat tubes of ACCs by a Ni–P-based 
coating technology to mitigate the dust fouling deposition. 
If successful, it will significantly reduce the waste heat and 
 CO2 emissions of heat exchangers in thermal power plants.
Experimental procedure
Preparation of coatings on finned flat tube
To investigate the effect of the surface properties of the 
coatings on dust fouling adhesion, Ni–P-based composite 
coatings were prepared on the fin side of the tube bundles 
(50 mm length × 220 mm width × 57 mm thickness) using an 
electroless plating technology. The procedures and operation 
conditions for the electroless Ni–P and Ni–P-PTFE com-
posite coatings are listed in Table 1. The sample needs to be 
rinsed at room temperature before and after each operation.
The 60 wt% PTFE emulsion with a particle size in the 
range of 0.05–0.5 µm (purchased from Zhanyang Polymer 
Materials CO., LTD, Dongguan, China) was diluted with 
demineralized water and stirred with a magnetic stirrer for 
45 min. During the coating process, the PTFE particles were 
incorporated into the Ni–P matrix. The compositions and the 
plating conditions are listed in Table 2. The surface energy 
of the coatings was changed by changing the concentration 
of PTFE in the plating solutions. The thickness of the coat-
ings was measured using an X-ray Thickness Gauge. The 
surface morphology and composition of the coatings were 
analyzed using a scanning electron microscope (SEM). The 
thickness of the coatings was controlled by the deposition 
time.
Experimental system
For initial screening tests, the air-cooled finned tubes were 
cut into 50-mm-long segments and then were coated with 
Ni–P and Ni–P-PTFE, respectively. The water circulation 
circuit consisted of a heating source, circulation pumps 
and rubber pipes. The hot water originated from the heat-
ing tube in the boiler system and the heating source was 
a 1.5 kW thermostatic water bath. The water temperature 
was maintained at 54 °C. The finned tubes were connected 
to a circulating pump with a power of 160 W. The cooling 
air driven by an axial flow fan was removed through verti-
cally arranged finned tubes. The wind speed was detected 
by an air speed sensor installed at the exit of the finned 
tubes. The fan speed was controlled by a frequency con-
verter to simulate a 2 m/s wind speed and generate a  2m3/s 
volume flow at the operating site. The frequency converter 
was adjusted to 45 Hz and could simulate a 2 m/s wind 
Table 1  Pretreatment and coating procedures of electroless Ni–P and 
Ni–P-PTFE coatings
Procedures Conditions
Alkaline cleaning 70 °C, 2–5 min
Pickling Room temperature, 5–15 s
Electrochemical plating DC 5 V; 0.5 A, 2–5 min
Ni–P plating 88 oC, pH 4.8–5.0, 80 min
Ni–P-PTFE plating 88 oC, pH 4.8–5.0, 80 min
Drying 120 oC, 60 min




Alkaline Pickling Ni–P Ni–P-PTFE
NiSO4·6H2O – – 20–35 g/L 20–35 g/L
NaH2PO2·H2O – – 20–35 g/L 20–35 g/L
Na3C6H5O7·2H2O – – 10–25 g/L 10–25 g/L
C2H3NaO2 – – 10–25 g/L 10–25 g/L
C2H5NO2 – – 0.1–1 g/L 0.1–1 g/L
C3H6O3 – – 5–10 g/L 5-10 g /L
PTFE(60%) – – – 5–25 mL/L
CF4 – – – 0.1–0.4 g/L
NaOH 15–30 g/L – – –
Na3PO4 20–35 g/L – – –
NaCO3 10–25 g/L – – –
Na2SiO3·9H2O 5–10 g/L – – –
HCl(30%):Water – 1:1 – –
pH – – 4.8–5.0 4.8–5.0
Temperature 70 °C Room 88 °C 88 °C
Time 2–5 min 5–15 s 80 min 80 min
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speed at the outlet. The fan inverter output frequency was 
fixed to maintain the wind speed. Dust was continuously 
sprayed above the fan at a rate of 15 mg/s to maintain 
the dust concentration at 7.5 mg/m3. K-type thermocouple 
temperature sensors were installed at the air inlet of the 
axial flow fan, on the side of the fin tube outlet and on the 
water inlet and outlet of the fin tubes to measure the wind 
and water temperatures. The measurements of temperature 
profiles at different locations are critical for the deposi-
tion of ash particles (Jandacka et al. 2017). Temperature 
data was collected and recorded by a paperless recorder. 
A computer-controlled data acquisition system regularly 
read the temperature data. The heat transfer coefficient and 
thermal resistance were calculated and saved in an Excel 
table. The experimental system diagram is illustrated in 
Fig. 2.
1- Outlet wind; 2- Inlet water; 3- Inlet wind; 4- Outlet water; 5- Computer; 6- Recorder;  
7- Anemometer; 8- Thermocouples; 9- Thermocouples; 10- Fan; 11- Circulating Pump;


















Fig. 2  Experimental system: a Schematic diagram; b experimental facilities
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Ash particles
Because the use of the ash from thermal power plant (the 
actual area) is not practical, the artificial ash (experimen-
tal ash) was used. In order to remove larger fibers, a sieve 
(100 μm diameter) was used to filter the experimental dust. 
Energy-dispersive X-ray spectroscopy (EDX) was used for 
the component and particle size analysis of the dust sample. 
Figure 3(a) shows the comparison of the main components 
and proportions of the ash from a local thermal power plant 
with the artificial ash. There were no significant differences 
in the components and proportions between the two types 
of ash. The average particle size of the ash from the actual 
area was around 15 μm, and the average size of experimental 
ash particles was also around 15 μm, as shown in Fig. 3(b). 
Laser particle size analyzer (TopSizer, OMEC CO., LTD, 
Zhuhai, China) was used to measure the size of ash particles.
Analysis method
The air-cooler heat transfer coefficient was calculated 
according to the heat balance theory (Liu et al. 2013). When 
an air cooler is operated for a period of time, dust accumu-
lates on the surfaces of the finned tubes to cause ash accu-
mulation. The definitions of the heat transfer coefficient and 
the fouling resistance as well as their analysis methods are 




Figure  4  shows  the surface  morphologies  of the 
untreated and  treated aluminum finned tubes. Figure 4a 
shows the SEM image of an untreated aluminum finned 
tube. Figure 4b is the SEM image of a typical Ni–P coated 
finned tube, which is much smoother than the untreated 
finned tube. Figure 4c–f show the SEM images of Ni–P-
PTFE coated finned tubes with PTFE contents 9.2%, 11.4%, 
21.9% and 23.9%, respectively. The surface roughness 
increased slightly with increasing PTFE content.
Figure 5 shows the chemical compositions of the coatings 
by EDX analysis. The F element in Fig. 5(c–f) was from 
the PTFE particles in the Ni–P-PTFE coatings. Since the 
chemical formula of PTFE is -(CF2-CF2)n-, the correspond-
ing PTFE contents in the Ni–P-PTFE coatings were calcu-
lated based on the F contents and the PTFE formula, which 
was 9.2%, 11.4%, 21.9% and 23.9%, respectively. The PTFE 
contents in the Ni–P-PTFE coatings increased with increas-
ing PTFE concentration in the plating solution.
Table 3 shows the thickness of the coatings, which is in 
the range of 4 µm ~ 14.5 µm (measured by X-ray Thickness 
Gauge). The thickness of the aluminum fins was 444 µm. As 
the thickness of the coatings was very thin and the coatings 
mainly contained metal Ni–P, the additional thermal resist-
ance of the coatings should be negligible. To verify this idea, 
the thermal resistance of the coatings was measured. The 
results indicated that the additional thermal resistance of the 
coatings was only increased by 0.071‰ ~ 0.32‰, which is 
indeed negligible.
The contact angles on the coatings were determined using 
a sessile drop technique with a contact angle instrument with 
a resolution of 0.5°. The four test liquids, including distilled 
water, diiodomethane, ethylene glycol and glycerol, were 
used for the contact angle measurements (Han et al. 2019). 
For each test liquid, 10 measurements were performed and 
an average value of the 10 contact angles on the coating was 
obtained.
(a) Ash components
(b) Ash particle sizes











































Fig. 3  a Ash components; b ash particle sizes
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Table 4 lists the contact values and surface energy com-
ponents of the Ni–P coated tube, Ni–P-PTFE coated tubes 
with different PTFE contents, untreated aluminum tube and 
dust particles. In the table, the LW , AB , + and − are Lifshitz-
van de Waals (LW), acid–base (AB), electron-accepter and 
electron-donator components of surface energy, respectively, 
and TOT is the total surface energy. Clearly the total surface 
energy of the Ni–P-PTFE coatings decreased with PTFE 
content increasing.
Dust fouling characteristics
After 168 h of ash deposition, the heat transfer coefficient 
and thermal resistance (also known as fouling resistance) 
were determined, respectively, by measuring the water tem-
peratures and air temperatures at the inlet and the outlet. 
The heat transfer coefficient and thermal resistance of each 
coating are presented in Figs. 6 and 7, respectively. Figure 6 
clearly indicates that all the coated finned tubes had much 
higher heat transfer coefficients than the uncoated finned 
tube. The Ni–P coated finned tubes performed best in inhib-
iting ash deposition and the heat transfer coefficient was only 
decreased slightly after 168 h operation, while the heat trans-
fer coefficient of the untreated finned tubes was decreased 
sharply. The Ni–P coated finned tubes performed better 
than the Ni–P-PTFE coated tubes in the reduction of the ash 
accumulation, as the PTFE particles made the Ni–P-PTFE 
coating rougher. Figure 7 shows the comparison of fouling 
resistance of the Ni–P coated finned tubes with the untreated 
finned tubes. The fouling resistance of the untreated finned 
tubes increased rapidly to 0.015  m2K/W after 168 h opera-
tion, while the fouling resistance of the Ni–P coated finned 
tubes only increased to 0.0025  m2K/W, which was decreased 
by 83.3% as compared with the untreated finned tubes.
Discussion
Waste heat and  CO2 emissions
As carbon dioxide  (CO2) is the primary greenhouse gas, 
this work focused on the improvement of the greenhouse 
effect by energy saving. Currently several techniques are 
available for reducing  CO2 emissions. The turning of food 
waste into biogas via anaerobic fermentation is widely rec-
ognized as an environmentally responsible and economi-
cally reasonable option (Marouek et al. 2020). Solid biofu-
els also have the characteristics of reducing carbon dioxide 
emissions (Mardoyan et al. 2015). Biowaste collection and 
circular economy are closely related (Rolewicz-Kalińska 
et al. 2020). Meanwhile, fouling deposits on the surface 
of condensers/heat exchangers have a severe impact on 
the condenser’s ability to condense the exhaust steam, 
resulting in a significant increase in the amount of fuel 
Fig. 4  SEM images of untreated and coated finned tubes
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consumption, waste energy and  CO2 emissions (Byers 
et al. 2014). It has been demonstrated that for a 550 MW 
coal-fired power station, a thin layer of fouling film 
(0.5 mm) on heat transfer surfaces in power station steam 
condensers can increase waste heat by 6.3 ×  1010 kJ/y and 
 CO2 emissions by 13,728 t/y (Casanueva-Robles et al. 
2016).
Recently several coal-fired power stations closed due to 
approaching the end of their original design life and  CO2 
emissions. China electricity mix is dominated by coal-fired 
generation capacity (3906 TWh) which contributes to 65% 
of the total 5983 TWh generated each year. The formation 
of a 0.5-mm-thick fouling film on the steam condensers in 
these coal-fired power stations in China can increase waste 
Fig. 5  EDX spectra of untreated and coated finned tubes
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heat by 4.5 ×  1017 kJ/y and  CO2 emissions by 99 billion t/y, 
based on Casanueva-Robles and Bott’s calculation method 
(Casanueva-Robles et al. 2016). The experimental results 
in this study demonstrated that the Ni–P coated finned 
tubes reduced fouling resistance by 83.3% compared with 
the untreated finned tubes. The cost due to ash accumula-
tion is defined as the operating economic loss caused by 
the increase in the exhaust pressure of the unit. Due to 
the increased thermal resistance by ash accumulation, the 
exhaust pressure of the steam turbine increases and the out-
put power of the generator set decreases. Application of the 
Ni–P anti-fouling coatings to heat exchangers in thermal 
power plants will significantly decrease waste heat and  CO2 
emissions.
Surface energy and Fouling adhesion
After 168-h operation, the heat transfer coefficient 
decreased due to ash fouling formation on the tubes. 
Table 3  Characterization of coatings







(W  m−1  K−1)
– 165.049 152.135 149.816 142.736 132.551
Coating thickness (μm) 500 4 8 10 13 14.5
Heat transfer resistance  (m2K  W−1) 0.042 0.000024 0.000053 0.000067 0.000091 0.00011
Increased thermal resistance (%) – 0.071‰ 0.15‰ 0.20‰ 0.27‰ 0.32‰
Table 4  Contact angle and 
surface energy components
Coatings Contact angle θ(˚) Surface energy (mJ/m2)
Name Chemistry W D E G LW AB + − TOT 1/CQ

−/LW
1 Ni–P 62.2 43.4 42.6 – 29.7 15.4 1.53 36.36 45.15 1.22
2 Ni–P-PTFE(9.2%) 68.8 49.6 40.2 – 28.3 10.0 1.03 24.26 38.34 0.86
3 Ni–P-PTFE(11.4%) 88.4 33.3 59.8 – 30.3 2.2 0.26 4.52 32.5 0.15
5 Ni–P-PTFE(21.9%) 81.6 35.3 74.5 – 18.6 2.7 0.28 6.66 21.38 0.36
4 Ni–P-PTFE(23.9%) 72.9 38.5 78.7 – 13.9 4.0 0.41 9.56 17.88 0.69
6 Aluminum oxide
(Fin of ACC)
73.9 39.5 61.8 34.6 0.04 2.91 0 34.64 0
7 Dust – 34.8 24.0 33.7 35.3 10.4 4.94 5.48 45.71 –


































Fig. 6  Heat transfer coefficient vs time























Fig. 7  Fouling resistance vs time
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Figure 8 shows the comparison of the reduction percentage 
in heat transfer coefficient of the coated finned tubes with 
the untreated finned tubes. Clearly, all the coated tubes 
have lower reduction percentage in heat transfer coeffi-
cient, compared with the untreated tube. Ni–P coated tube 
has the lowest reduction percentage and the untreated tube 
has the highest reduction percentage.
It is well know that the surface energy components, 
especially the Lifshitz-van der Waals component ( LW ) and 
electron-donator component ( − ), have significant influ-
ence on fouling adhesion. Chen Liu and Qi Zhao found 
that the ratio LW/− (called as CQ ratio, which is named 
after the authors, Chen and Qi) determines fouling adhe-
sion strength (Liu et al. 2011a, b) In this investigation, the 
surface energy components ( LW and − ) of the untreated 
aluminum fins were 34.6 mJ/m2 and 0 mJ/m2, respectively 
(see Table 4). After coating with Ni–P and Ni–P-PTFE, 
the LW and − values changed in wide range, in the ranges 
of 13.9–30.3 mJ/m2 and 4.5–36.4 mJ/m2, respectively 




 value was nearly equal to zero, in the narrow range 
of 0.26–1.5 mJ/m2. In order to explain Fig. 8, we corre-
lated the reduction percentage in heat transfer coefficient 
with the new ratio −/LW(1/CQ). The 1/CQ ratio for the 
coated finned tubes and the untreated finned tube is given 
in Table 4. Figure 9 indicates that the reduction percentage 
in heat transfer coefficient has a strong correlation with 1/
CQ ratio, that is, the reduction percentage decreases lin-
early with 1/CQ ratio increasing. The results will help to 
design anti-fouling coatings by optimum surface energy 
approach through surface modification. This study did not 
consider the effect of surface roughness on dust deposi-
tion. This will be our next stage of work. The joint study 
of surface energy components and surface roughness will 
help us to understand the mechanism of dust deposition.
Conclusion
In this study, Ni–P and Ni–P-PTFE were applied to the 
coupons of finned tubes to investigate their effects on the 
anti-fouling performance. The Ni–P coated finned tubes 
performed best, which reduced fouling resistance by 83.3% 
compared with the untreated finned tubes. Both the Lifshitz-
van der Waals (LW) component and electron-donator com-
ponent of surface energy have significant influence on foul-
ing adhesion. The ratio of electron-donator component to 
LW component (1/CQ ratio) controls the dust fouling forma-
tion and adhesion. The reduction percentage in heat transfer 
coefficient decreases linearly with 1/CQ ratio increasing. 
The Ni–P anti-fouling coatings have protentional applica-
tion to heat exchangers in thermal power plants, which can 
significantly decrease waste heat and  CO2 emissions.
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Fig. 8  Comparison of the reduction percentage in heat transfer coef-
ficient of the coated finned tubes with the untreated finned tubes Fig. 9  Influence of 1/CQ ratio on reduction percentage in heat trans-
fer coefficient
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